
Student Readiness: 
the Challenge for Colleges 
Three q e r t s  look at the issues in the national debate 

Kati Haycock, director high schools hes in preparing students 
of the Education Trust: ., for institutions' Werent plaoernent 

W BEN you ask college presi- 
dents what they need most 
from Amerim's high schools, 

their answer is s d  and unequivd. 
students fully prepared for the rigors 
of college. Tired of struggling with stu- 
dents who need remediation and policy 
makers who don't want to pay for it, 
they're looking for some r e l i e f e d  
they're turning to those of us who 
work in K-12. But those presidents 
often don't realize how much ensuring 
college readiness depends not on the 
schools alone, hut on actions that only 
hgher education can take. 

One might ask, in this era when al- 
most all high-school graduates go on to 
some kind of postsecondary education, 
why can't high-school principals and 
teachers sunply take responsibility for 
emuring that their graduates are 
ready for college-level work? 

Ah, but there's the rub. In the vast 
majority of states, there is no smgle 
definition of "ready for college-level 
work": Each institution is free to d e  
fine that for iteelf. And while, at least 
in my experience, many high-school ed- 
ucatorsareqnitewillingtobeheldac- 
countable for turning out college-ready 
graduates, they -as one principal 
told me recently-not willing to be held 
accountable for getting their students 
to "the 47 different definibom of col- 
lege readmess in effect in my state." 

Mind you, nobody is suggesting that 
all colleges need to have the same ad- 
mwmm standards. The diffeulty for 

stan-that is, what conshtutes 
readiness for t h w  first credit-bearing 
 course^ in mathemah and English 
at the college level. That is eapwidly 
puzzling because most inatituhons 
wiUingly accept credits for those entry- 
level courses h m  other hst~tutions. 
How much harder can it be, then, for 
colleges to go a little further and set 
out common placement atandarda at 
least in reading, writing, and mathe 
matiw? 

Work on the creation of oonsistent 
placement standards, in like 
Kentucky and Louisiana, for instance, 
suggests that a consensus is not as 
hard to come by as it might seem. In 
truth, many institutions--both two- 
and four-year--want the same core 
skills and use similar (if not the same) 
placement tests to h d  out whether 
students possess them. 

Having such cowtent  standards is 
wsentd, so it is important that higher 
education start there. To meet the 
challenge to improve, though, high 
schools also need help mth the follow- 
m: 

Ahgnhg theu courses with those 
standards, so students don't continue 
to struggle once they enter college. 

Developing model lessons, units, 
benchmark msessments, and end-of- 
course assessments to help teachers 
improve the quality, consistency, and 
rigor of courses that sometunes have 
similar titles but very different con- 
tent. 

Redesigning courses and repack- 

Charlea B. Reed, chancellor 
of the California State 
University System: 

ATI HAYCOCI( is correct in saying K that higher education needs 
to do more than simply con- 

tribute piecemeal efforts to wllege pre- 
paredness. From my experience man- 
aging large university systems in Flori- 
da and California, I believe that the 
key to making a smooth transition be 
tween K-12 and college is to establish a 
direct link hetween a state's college- 
readiness standards and its elemen- 
tary- and secondary-8chool curricular 
standards. 

The 23-campus California State 
system tackled the issue on a large 
scale by working with the California 
Department of Education and State 
Board of Education to create the Early 
Assessment Pmgram. That testing pro- 
gram, which is embedded within the 
11th-grade California Standards Test, 
measures college preparedness in Eng- 
lish and mathematics. The program 
gives students an early signal of their 
college readiness, then helps them to 
adjust senior-year course work to get 
ready for college-level courses. We also 
offer profeasional development for 
English and math teachers to Integrate 
college-readiness standards into their 

aging eore content in a way that will be schools is not enough. Small initiatives 
more engaging to today's students. at individual high schooba  mathe 

Updating the skills and knowledge maties faculty member working with 
of current teachers to ensure that they eight math teachers here, an English 
know that wntent and how to teach it professor working with 12 English 
to all levels of students. teachers there, or an "early outreach" 

Educating and preparing a supply worker providing weekly counseling to 
of new teachers who are well eaui~ued 14 minoritv students in a middle - - A  

to teach a rigorous, high-level curricu- school-iseu- ever enough to make 
lum to all students. a real difference for either teachers or 

Expanding dual-credit offerings to students. And in some schook+usuaUy 
help accelerate students without tak- the heavily minority nrban schools 

L Presidents o m  don't realize how much ensuring - 
college readiness depends not on the schools alone, 
but on actions that only higher education can take 

ing too much tune from high-sehwl 
teachers who have to cover the core. 

Such initiatives are especially vital 
for schools with students who are 
mostly poor and members of minorities 
and who often have the hardest time 
getting into and succeeding in college. 
ks new research shows, students who 
complete at least six (or, better yet, at 
least 12) college credits whde still in 
high school are far more likely to go to 
college and graduate. 

By focusing its attention on those 
central tasks of school improvement, 
higher education can become a partner 
with schoobrather than sunply an- 
other burden-in the core work of 
smoothing the trans~hon between 
school and college. 

Simply put, the usual "help" that 
higher education provides for local 

that are deluged with "help" from such 
wllege programsthe initiatives can 
he seriously counterproduet'ive, leading 
to "Christmas Tree schwls" that, 
though chock-full of extraneous pro- 
grams, have no time to concentrate on 
the instructional core. 

Such small steps, though they may 
well transform the hves of individual 
students and teachers, don't add up to 
the big changes we need in our schools 
today. Given the new energy and focus 
on high-school reform now sweeping 
the country, the opportunity is ripe for 
college leaders to make it clear what 
students need to get into d e g e  and to 
succeed once there. College presidents 
need become real partners in the work 
of changing schools. 

Higher education can no longer sit 
on the side fine^. 

murses in the eighth through 11th 
grad-. 

For such an effort to work, wllege 
standards must be fully a part of the 
K-12 curriculum and assessment, and 
made availsble to all students. And, of 
course, our colleges of education must 
he able to prepare elementary and see- 
ondary teachers who can teaeh the 
standards effectively. 

We also need to be clear that we are 
not attempting to limit admissions at 
institutions that are founded on the 
promise of aazss. If we ensure that 
our admissions decisions are separate 
from our college-readiness standards, 
we can then focus on enhancing stu- 
dents' s-d on helping them 
make their college experience more 
meaningful. 

llie single biggest obstack to the school-college 
transition is establishing rigm standards 

and high qectations in the public schools 
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C k g o r y  E. Thornton, chief share informaton about students' 
d e n &  officer in the School d e 8 8  for colleges and to support a 
District of PhiledeIphia: variety of activities that expose and ac. 

ATI HAYCOCK makes a cum- K pelling ease for the active in- 
volvement of higher education 

in &OM of K-i2 mtema to p m  
all of their students for poshcmdary 
sucoess.AsanadminiQ.B9torinthe 
schwl &a% of Philadelphia, a lage 
urbanBehooldistrictseFvingmore 
than 200,000 students, I agres that 
it's critical to help students during 
their complex and &all- transi- 
tion h m  high schod to higher eduar 
tion. 

In our district, we have created a va- 
riety of solid relationships with region- 
a l  colleges and universities. Those in- 
stitutiom work with high schools to 

b t e  students to college life while 
they're still in high schooL Temple 
University, for example, prepares re- 
ports for each Philadelphia high school 
on how well its emwlled graduates do 
in the 6rst years of their college educa- 
tion. The Community College of 
Philadelphie offers a dual-enrollment 
program called "Advance@College," 
which houses high-school students 
on campuses as they take a mix of 
wre and technoiogy-related wumea 
to earn credit that applies to both 
their high-school and poatwxndary 
degrees. 

Parthhly in a atate like Pennsylva- 
nia, with its many colleges and univer- 
sities, state gwemment has the poten- 

tial to he of immenee help in promoting Department of Education has under- 
seeondaty-poshcondary alignment. taken several studies that gauge the 
Last frlu, for example, our governor an- aligmnent of the state's 11th-grade as- 
nouneed the formation of a new Com- sessment with the placement esams of 
mimion on CoIlege and Gareer Succaaq large public universities. 
which is c b r g d  with promoting the While much more need8 to be done, 
design and adoption of college- and ca- I believe that we are making a good 

lRe chdmges are to sustain schoLcollege partnership, 
to design them with ~ h ~ ~ y  so thqy remain 

rehant over time, and to nu& Ulem w&l to all students 

reer-ready eurrirmla through wllabora- deal of progress. The challenges are to 
tion between K-12 and poabwondary sustain our schoolallege partner- 
d t u t i m .  His -on has ships, to design them mth enough 
alsoaeatedastatefinaneestreamto f l m i i t y  so they remain relevant over 
support dualenrollment progmms in time, and to make them useful to all 
school distrids. And the Fkmqlvania students. 

, {', ; , j  :? 
Charles Reed responds: r::?yro, ' 

.r . MZ;: . , 
Gregory Thomton is come& that the 

transition from K-12 to collw is wm- 
plex and challenging. That's why the 
schools we have worked with have 
been appzwiative of our efforts. They 
are just as interested as we are in lin- 
ing up standards, so that students 
know what is erqKcted of them. In fact, 
the main change that our participating 

~sehoolshaverequestedistogetthe 
Early Aszewnent Program test results 
even earlier than they get them now 
(in July rather than the middle of Au- 
gust), to get students up to speed as 
soon as pxaihle. 

One of our biggest cbdenges in the 
years ahead is to get more students to 
partleipate in the program That in- 
v o h  getting more students to take 
Algebra II by their junior year because 

the subject is reqnired material for the 
EAP test, providing more in-ce to 
clagpmom teachers so that they under- 
staud and can teach to those stand- 
ards; and urging more teachers to pro- 
mote the test. 

The EAI: unlike the SAT or A q  is 
free, reguires only a 30-minute exten- 
sion of the California Standards Test 
that students are already taking, and is 
dire& linked to California curricular 

standards and California readiness re- 
quirements. 

Beyond that, the single biggest ob- 
stacle to the schoo1ialIege bmition is 
establishing rigom standards and 
high expecMions in the public schools. 
We need to move beyond a culture of 
low expectatio118 and enwumge all stu- 
dents to pursue rigorous programs that 
pmvide them with lifelong sldus in 
reading, writing, and mathematics. 

Gmgory Thomton responds: 

Right now, the specialty programs 
like W h i t e - W m  Molars, Gear Up, 
a variety of TRIO programs, Philadel- 
phia Futures, College Access, Student 
Success Centers, etc., are the most 
helpful to us. While we work on align. 
ingourstandardswith~ofwl- 
leges, such programs pruvide needed 
support for dimdvanbgsd students to 
make sure that they are suf6ciently 
p r e m .  

Without quhn, K-16 p rogrm 
mprove aeeess for low-inwme and mi- 
nority students. We hnd that many of 
our young people, who nught not 0th- 
e m m  have comdersd higher educa- 
tion, mpond favorably to visits to col- 
lege campuses and e x p o w  to stu- 
dents and faculty members. We have 
institutiodjzed those kinds of services 
in our Student Success Centers, whlch 
house planning r e s o w  for students 
to help them move successfully toward 
postsemndary partiupation, Further- 
more, regular meetings of high-school 
faculty memhers mth representative8 
from the city's major highereducation 
institutions help us to align wre cur- 
ricular offerings and assessments 
arross the secondary-posbwdq 
divide. A wllege-prep working group 
has &XI recently been imtiatd in the 
region, with leadership fmm var~oua 
universities and wllege-prep institu- 
tione., to speak with one vo~m on the 

prioritias and strategies to emwe high 
levels of wllege entrance and ample- 
tion. 

Thus I suggest underta%ing two 
tgpes of strategies for other districts. 
First:puttinginplaceaseriesofhigh- 
quality motivational experiences for 
young people, getting them excited 
about the powMity of participating in 
higher education, and giving them o p  
portunitles to have firsthand experi- 
ences on campuses with students and 
faculty members. S a n d :  developing a 
K-16 wnsortium that promotea readi- 
nem for wllege and careers. Several 
kinds of activities come to mind: 

m Identify the higheredueation in- 
stitutiona where high schools send sig- 
ni6eant numbers of students, and de- 
velop a mechanism for reporting back 
from those institut~ons to individual 
high schools on how well their stu- 
dents performed during their first and 
second semesters of posbwndary 
work. That could lead to customized 
remmmendatiom for preparation of 
future students. 

8 In craRing major examinations 
(e.g., midterm and end-of-wum 
exams), partieulaly for senion, in- 
volve higher-education faculty mem- 
bers who teach limbyear wur8ee to en- 
sure that the sssessments are d- 
ciently rigorous to move students 
toward wllege. 

8 Ask higher-education institutions 
that admit large numbers of a district's 

students to share theu placement 
exams in E & &  and math (at a mini- 
mum), and strongly enooutage high- 
schwl juniors to take them as a means 
to determine whether they would place 
into credit-bearing murses. If not, then 
thesenioryearcanbedtotakead- 
ditional anu'ses. That would also in- 
volve professional development, pruvid- 
ed by colleges, for teachers on the 
murse work needed for students to he 
ready. 
I Promote dual-enmUment pro- 

grams, which, by their very nature, re- 
quire wUahoration among faculty 
members snose secondary and pixhee 
on* education. 

Pennsylvania's Commisaon on Col- 
lege and Carmr Success, an 1Emem- 
her panel of state, highereducahon, 
K-12, and business leaders, will make a 
series of recommendatiom, by Deeem- 
ber 2006, on lnereasing the readiness 
of Pennsylvania's young people for ac- 
tive and productive utizenship. That 
includes looking at a wre curriculum 
for all high-school students. 

Given Peumylvania's stmng tradi- 
tion of l d  wntnil, ~t wema unlikely 
that our atate will mandate a currim- 
lum, re@ess of its merits. In 
Philadelphia, we've developed our own 
curriculum, wbich we believe does, in 
fact, prepere our students for success. 
Having gone thmugb the process, how- 
ever,Icantellyouthat~tisexkemely 
time-wnmuning and expensive Them 

fore, if the mmrnission could develop a 
proposed c o w  and --ready m- 
riculum for dmtrkta to wnsider, even if 
adoption were voluntary, that would he 
of wnsiderable value. 

I believe th& moat educators under- 
stand the importance of developing 
common expe&tions among K-12 and 
posbwndarg institutions on wre aca- 
demic skills. So why doesn't it happen 
more o h ?  One reason, is 
the amount of time that it takes to do 
it well. Teachers teach, adrrrrmstrato . . rs 
manage, and students study a .  we 
hope, learn. It takes a major wmmit- 
ment of all parties to hnd the time to 
sit down and thoughtfully wmder 
howtoahgn~cu laandasseag  
ments. Another oLwta& is leadership: 
Alignment must be viewed as "mission 
critical." In addition, we often talk 
about the academic wmponent of wl- 
l e e  suocess but forget about the cul- 
tural transition. Prepahg AlXcan- 
American and htino students for p m  
dombatly white, middleclaw 
campuses is o h  not something that 
is adequately 

I'm pleased that a number of voices 
are now being raisad in this cause. The 
Education Trust, Achieve Inc., and the 
National Governors Aseccktion are 
among the growing number of naiional 
organizations that are championing 
wllege and career &em. So, de- 
spite the obstacles, I'm optinustic that 
we will wntinue to make pmgreas. 
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